As of May 5, 2004, the Chinese ministry of health has reported nine cases of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), with one fatality. Three generations of transmission are believed to have occurred. The first case is a 26-year-old female postgraduate student from Anhui province. She worked at the National Institute of Virology in Beijing from March 7 to 22. Laboratories at the institute are known to be conducting studies using the live SARS coronavirus. Her symptoms developed on March 25, in Anhui. Following onset of symptoms, she travelled twice by train, from Anhui to Beijing and back to Anhui, where she is presently hospitalised in isolation. A second case who may have acquired infection from a laboratory source is a 31-year-old male researcher at the same virology institute. His symptoms developed on April 17. He is presently undergoing treatment in isolation at Beijing\'s Ditan Hospital. To date, he has not been linked to any other cases.

The two cases in the second generation are linked to close personal contact with the postgraduate student. These cases are her 53-year-old mother, who has died in the outbreak, and a 20-year-old nurse who treated the postgraduate student for 4 days during her initial hospitalisation in Beijing. The Chinese ministry of health has confirmed the nurse\'s SARS infection. She is being treated in isolation at Beijing\'s Ditan Hospital.

Five further cases in a third generation of transmission have all been linked to close contact with the nurse. Three are her relatives: her 45-year-old father, 44-year-old mother, and 36-year-old aunt. SARS infection has been confirmed in the mother and aunt. The fourth case linked to the nurse is a 49-year-old retired female doctor who was admitted to hospital because of another illness and shared a room with the nurse. The retired doctor\'s 23-year-old daughter-in-law, who accompanied her at the time of hospital admission, is the fifth case. Since both women did not develop SARS-like symptoms until a week after hospital admission, both are presumed to have acquired their infection from close contact with the nurse. All five patients are being treated in isolation at Ditan Hospital.

Investigation of the source of the current outbreak, first reported on April 22, continues to focus on the National Institute of Virology in Beijing. The institute is known to have used live SARS coronavirus in experiments during February and March. However, neither of the two researchers is known to have used the live virus in research, suggesting some other source of infection within the laboratory or possibly elsewhere. A joint WHO-Chinese investigative team has been examining the institute. Initial findings indicate the investigation will be complex since no single infectious source or procedural error seems likely to explain infection in the two researchers.
